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For we cannot tarry here, 
We must march my darlings, we must bear the brunt of danger, 
We, the youthful sinewy races, all the rest on us depend,  
Pioneers! O pioneers! 
 
 
                  - Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass 
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 This project began my senior year of high school when my favorite AP English 
teacher told me that he didn’t like poetry. I left his class confident in my prose-writing 
and analytical skills, intent on majoring in English at the University of Colorado at 
Boulder. In my freshman-year creative writing class, I read radical poetry—the poetry of 
Jack Spicer, George Oppen, Sylvia Plath, Amiri Baraka—that confused, fascinated, and 
ultimately inspired me to apply to the creative writing program. I also decided, around 
this time, to become a high school English teacher. This project took form as I struggled 
to find a place within my education classes and practicum for the exciting poetry and 
student-based lessons that I was experiencing in my poetry workshops. I found myself 
repeatedly confronting, within the world of secondary English Language Arts education, 
the apprehension that my high school teacher expressed about teaching poetry.  
 I began this project with the intent of identifying and exploring the importance of 
including poetry in the high school English Language Arts curriculum. I wanted to design 
a unit that would serve as a resource to wary teachers—I wanted to give them something 
that would make poetry less “scary,” more comfortable. I began my research by reading 
all that I could find—everything from lesson plans, to pedagogical theory, to the 
Common Core State Standards—about how and why to teach poetry in high schools. My 
research shifted to practical observation and experience as I began spending time 
observing and teaching in schools throughout Boulder Valley. This fall, I am student 
teaching at East High School in Denver, Colorado. I am working with both a general 
English Language Arts and a creative writing teacher. I am in the classroom, as a teacher 
and observer, full time, five days a week, for the duration of the semester.  
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This project is a culmination of my theoretical reading, hypothetical planning, and 
practical experience. As I moved through the various stages of thinking, planning and 
teaching, my focus moved from making poetry less “scary” to exploring such 
apprehension and nervousness. My central question changed from “How can I prove that 
poetry is necessary, safe and approachable?” to “How can I prove that poetry is necessary 
because it is not safe, but ambiguous and challenging?”  
My project is composed of two parts: first, an essay that explores key debates and 
fundamental practices within poetry pedagogy; and second, a six week poetry unit plan. I 
do not intend to prescribe—through my suggested methodology and plans—a single, 
simple way of teaching poetry. Instead, this project is my effort to embody in my 
planning and teaching the vulnerable, creative, and critical processes with which I expect 
my students to engage in my classroom. My hope is that this project can serve as a 
resource for other teachers looking for new ways of understanding poetry, teaching, and 
the greater purposes of education.  
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Pioneers! O pioneers! 
Exploring Ambiguity and Creativity within High School Poetry Pedagogy 
 
After spending a year thinking about teaching poetry, I was surprised by my 
nervousness the morning of my first lesson. I was teaching three Langston Hughes 
poems. My plan was to begin by allowing students to experience and comment on the 
poem on their own terms, and respond by writing their own “dream” poems, 
incorporating both abstract and concrete dreams, since this is what we were examining in 
Hughes’ work. I was startled to realize that despite my thorough lesson planning, despite 
my unbreakable passion for poetry, and despite the thirty-page paper sitting on my laptop 
about the personal, social, and academic importance of teaching poetry at the high school 
level, I was terrified. As students walked into the classroom and began perusing the 
poems on their desks, I realized that my goal in studying effective poetry pedagogy—that 
my goal in actually teaching poetry—could never be to overcome the fear and uncertainty 
that surrounds the teaching of poetry. I will never make poetry “safe” or easy, nor do I 
care to. I suddenly realized that teaching poetry effectively is always inevitably 
uncomfortable. It is, by nature, uncertain. It is necessarily terrifying, because it insists on 
vulnerability—on a tolerance for ambiguity—of both student and teacher. There is 
nothing more terrifying than standing in front of a group of thirty-five sixteen-year-old 
students, not knowing exactly what is going to happen. Yet it is exactly this that we—as 
English Language Arts teachers—are called to do. By stepping into the uncomfortable 
space that is poetry instruction, we join our students in exactly the practices that we wish 
them to enact: the practices of thinking critically, of asking difficult questions, of 
responding to complexity with an attitude of inquiry.  
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I find inspiration for teaching from theorists such as John Dewey and Paulo 
Freire, for whom education is the practice of such inquiry. From the very beginning of 
my teacher training program, I was drawn into the critical pedagogy movement, by which 
education is meant to teach student to think, to ask questions, to challenge the expected 
and assumed and construct a personal and socially relevant understanding of the world. 
At the center of critical pedagogy is a tolerance for multiplicity, and it is such a tolerance 
that makes poetry so necessary in the high school classroom. Poetry, as I have come to 
understand it, is distinct from prose in its embrace of the connotative and conversational 
existence of language, in which every word speaks on multiple levels to every other. The 
poem requires the reader to hold and play with questions and to think critically about the 
implications that simultaneous and competing meanings have on the poem. Poetry is 
effective and necessary in the classroom because it requires from students the critical 
engagement, the practice of inquiry, and the ability to deconstruct and reconstruct 
meaning, that is central to the overall intent of education that I adhere to, and that which 
guides the Common Core State Standards and curriculum design around the country.  
Since poetry requires that students embrace uncertainty and ambiguity, it is only 
fair that the teaching of poetry must require the same of the teacher—hence, my 
nervousness when teaching Langston Hughes. Teaching poetry requires us, as educators, 
to ask questions that lead only to more questions. We must allow ourselves to be 
vulnerable, to not know the answer. As poets and teachers Jack Collom and Sheryl 
Noethe so emphatically reminds us, in words and action, we must write with our 
students! (Collom, Noethe 9). Our methodology must be as radical, as full of inquiry and 
possibility and uncertainty, as the poems we read. In his poem/pedagogical manifesto, 
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Jake Adam York—poet and director of Creative Writing at The University of Colorado at 
Denver—writes: 
Each poem is a radius, and a radical. It must reach at its own angle. It must grow 
its way through its soil. It must attend to its environment, and we must attend to 
its growth, allowing it to reach for us, to show us how to perceive change, and 
how to change with it. (York 246) 
 
If we want out students to understand poetry as a relevant, interactive, living 
manifestation of language, then we must allow it to live and breathe in the classroom. It 
took a few Langston Hughes poems and a bit of pre-lesson nerves for me to realize that 
my goal never has and never will be to make poetry easy or understandable. I don’t want 
to prescribe a set of infallible lessons to other nervous teachers. I originally wanted to 
help teachers become less “afraid” of poetry. I don’t want that anymore. I want to explore 
the importance of poetry in the secondary classroom, on the standards-based academic, 
social and personal levels. I want to suggest one way of approaching a poetry unit that 
involves both formal understanding and personal response. Ultimately, I want to 
encourage teachers to approach poetry in the classroom with courage, meeting the 
unanswerable head on, with the noble intent of embracing all the complexity and 
possibility within.   
 
Poetry in the Classroom 
 
Studies on arts integrated education consistently suggest that students 
participating in the arts in school engage and perform better in their classes than those 
students who do not. In a study performed in several secondary schools throughout 
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Greeley, CO, Mark Montemayor and Connie Stewart from the University of Northern 
Colorado found that students in arts classes valued all of their classes more than students 
in non-arts classes (Montemayor 2). Not only do students participating in the arts tend to 
value their education more than students not participating; they also tend to perform 
better. In a study of 25,000 secondary school students, James Catterall links engagement 
in the arts in school to academic achievement, specifically in reading. Catterall found that 
students in eighth and tenth grade performed higher in English and reading than their 
non-arts peers. Such studies suggest that there is benefit to the creative arts beyond an 
increased ability to connect with others or express emotion and identity. There is an 
academic advantage to teaching the arts in schools—the arts teach students to 
comprehend and to think. The arts allow students to approach a work—be it a painting, a 
sculpture, or a poem—without looking for a single “answer,” but rather for the new ways 
of thinking. The arts teach students to inquire. If the ultimate goal of education is to 
create critical, thinking, well-prepared citizens of our communities who are able to tackle 
complex social and personal issues with understanding and compassion, then the arts are 
necessary because they approach the student at the level of inquiry—where there is no 
single interpretation, “answer” or response, but rather a challenge to step into 
conversation.  
We may consider poetry both fine art and literature, and it is this duality that 
makes it highly effective and empowering in the classroom. Poetry is literature, on a most 
basic level, because it is comprised of words and speaks into the thousand-year-old 
literary conversation that we enter into in the English Language Arts classroom. There is 
significant overlap both in form and device between poetry and literary prose. Students 
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who learn metaphor through poetry can apply metaphor in prose. Similarly, students can 
use what they know about figurative language from prose to explore poetry. Poetry does 
not always reveal answers or work linearly, but works creatively and unconventionally to 
explore multiple meanings. Through reading and writing poetry, students access both the 
academic, analytical aspect of critical literary studies—close reading, identifying and 
determining the effect of figurative language, etc.—as well as the artistic, emotional, 
expressive and metaphorical aspect associated with creative and fine art studies. As a link 
between standard English Language Arts education and arts integration, poetry can 
function effectively in the classroom, as a way to both increase engagement in learning 
by making the content personal and creative, and increase achievement by teaching 
students to notice language on a deeper, more intricate level. 
 
Intent of the Poetry Unit/Workshop 
 
The debate over how to teach poetry—and whether to teach poetry at all—is a 
fundamental debate amongst high school English Language Arts teachers. In a study of 
530 articles from English Journal from 1912 to 2005, Mark Dressman and colleagues at 
the University of Georgia found that the discussion of poetry in the secondary classroom 
centered on the debate between the formalist and populist approaches to reading, writing 
and teaching poetry (Dressman 2). On one side, educators argue for the formalist 
approach—or New Critical approach, as it was known following the publication of John 
Crowe Ransom’s 1941 book by the same name—where poems are regarded as entities of 
detailed and figurative language, to be read for the sake of the language itself rather than 
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for the reader’s emotional response. The formalist approach survives most strongly in 
University literature classrooms, where a frequent emphasis on “close reading” requires 
the reader/writer to closely examine and comment on the linguistic elements (word 
choice, literary devices, etc) of the text and these elements’ effect on meaning. In the high 
school classroom, the formalist approach guides teachers to teach poetic and literary 
devices (alliteration, enjambment, rhyme, etc.) as well as form (sonnet, sestina, haiku, 
limerick, etc.), with the intent of teaching poetry as a structurally and linguistically 
complex art form. The formalist approach to poetry succeeds in the classroom when it 
moves students to notice nuances of language on a more intricate level than they have 
ever before. It falters when the emphasis on device, meter, and form makes the actual 
writing of poetry seem impossible or irrelevant to students’ lives. Many students have a 
hard time recognizing dactylic pentameter, and when this is the extent of their study, they 
learn to hate poetry, or at the very least, view it as unimportant. 
The opposing argument among English teachers is that the poem, once written, is 
the property of the reader, and can be interpreted and re-interpreted a number of ways; 
the poem can be the subject of any number of writing exercises, imitations, and parodies. 
Regarded by Dressman as the populist approach, and by other critics and educators as the 
reader response approach, this philosophy on teaching poetry focuses on reader response 
and appreciation of the poem, as well as the identity of the writer (and the readers 
connection with this identity). In her book, Reader Response Criticism, author and 
theorist Jane Tompkins describes reader response theory as a turning of focus from the 
text to the reader. She writes, “reader response critics would argue that a poem cannot be 
understood apart from its results” (Tompkins ix). The populist or reader response teacher 
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might have students write a response or imitation poem of Ashbery, rather than an essay 
on his use of repetition and juxtapositions. The populist approach is seen in the 
University poetry workshop setting, when students are asked to write poems in response 
to other poems, or to consider and imitate the emotional response that the poem enacts on 
the reader. Formalists criticize the populist approach for “trivializing poetry and language 
study” (Dressman 3), for asking so many questions of poems so as to let enough doubt 
enter to reduce the regard of poetry as fine art. The populist approach makes all poems—
Shakespeare’s sonnets and children’s haikus—fair game for analysis, critique, and 
imitation. Suddenly, the definition of poetry begins to waver and crumble. Students begin 
to write poems without actually knowing what enjambment is. It begins to matter more 
what a student thinks of a poem than whether or not they can identify all the places where 
the poet employed assonance. The reader response approach succeeds when students 
begin to understand poetry as an active, living part of our world with a tangible impact on 
the community (be it social, political or personal), and they begin to see themselves as 
poets and writers. The accusation is that in this process, a piece of the mystery and 
sacredness of poetry is lost, as well at the rigor. By exclusively looking at the emotional, 
personal impact of the poem, students fail to develop an ability to talk intelligently about 
(and write with) the finer nuances of language with which the poem is working.  
Though they are often taught as such, I argue that the reader response and 
formalist approaches are not mutually exclusive. Close reading for formal poetic device 
does not necessarily exclude analysis of the context and social relevance of the poem or 
the significance of the poems effect on the reader. That the poem functions on one level 
as words interacting on the page, does not mean that it does not act on another level with 
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the reader. Indeed, poems act on many levels—as performance, as independent works of 
language, as conversations with each other and with the reader. The formalist approach of 
looking closely at the way the poet uses language ultimately serves the reader response 
approach of examining the effect of the poem on its audience. Similarly, the effect a 
poem has on the reader can guide students to examine more closely the way that language 
functions to create such an effect. Ultimately, linking both approaches will allow students 
to better understand the specific, detailed, nuanced ways that language can be used to 
have an actual impact on the reader.  
I read poems very sparingly in high school. The only time I distinctly remember 
focusing on poetry for more than half a lesson was during my senior year AP Literature 
class. An incredible teacher taught this class—one who somehow managed to turn even 
the most technical literary term into the most relevant and useful device to carry around. I 
found myself understanding how, when and why to speak in parallelisms and how to 
correctly discuss irony. However, when we got to the poetry unit, he spoke the 
unthinkable: “class, I hate to admit it,” he told us, “but I’m with you on this one. I really 
just don’t like poetry.” Throughout the unit, we spent one day reading sonnets and an 
awkwardly enjoyable day that he called “dirty poetry day” where we read indirectly lewd 
romantic poetry written by very old (very dead) men. We never wrote a poem.  
I do not believe I am alone in this experience. As a high school student, and later 
as a pre-service teacher, I have repeatedly encountered teachers that avoid poetry all 
together, or include small amounts of poetry in larger units based on novels or literary 
themes. The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts demand that 
students read, analyze and respond to poetry at points in their academic career (see CCSS 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RL.9-10.10.) but beyond this obligation, very few teachers that I have encountered have 
expressed interest in teaching literary poetry. The most common reasons I have heard 
while working with students as a student and as a pre-service teacher are: 
 
• I don’t get poetry. I don’t know how to read it. I don’t know how to write 
it. So how am I supposed to teach it? 
 
• I have a hard time finding good poems to teach. I don’t read poetry, so I 
never know where to go to find good poems.  
 
• I am just not a poetry person.  
 
It is not necessarily underprepared or inexperienced teachers that do not care to teach 
poetry. Many effective teachers, who motivate students to perform well within the class 
and are passionate about developing student appreciation for literature, are apprehensive 
about teaching poetry. According to the study by Dressman et. al., the discussion of 
poetry amongst teachers of the English Language Arts has nearly silenced since the 
1960s. Teachers—at least in Colorado—are not required to take a class on teaching 
creative writing before obtaining their teaching licensure. Other than the occasional 
English Journal article on spoken word or multimedia poetry, the discussion of how and 
why to teach poetry has nearly disappeared (Dressman 3), replaced, if at all, by the 
question of poetry’s general relevance in the classroom.  
All to say that there is significant disagreement within the world of English 
Language Arts education about whether to teach poetry at all in the high school 
classroom. Some argue that poetry should be taught as supplementary text to support 
students’ understanding of other content. Some  teachers will teach Whitman with 
nature/self-exploration texts such as Siddhartha or Into the Wild, or Poe as a fun reprieve 
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around Halloween. Other teachers will design quick poetry units aimed at “getting 
through it together,” as was my experience in high school.  
My intent here, and in the subsequent lesson plans and materials, is to introduce to 
the high school English Language Arts classroom a poetry unit that balances the formalist 
techniques of close reading and attention to linguistic detail with the populist or reader 
response approach of focusing on effect and context by responding through imitation and 
creative exercise. My intent is to construct a methodology of teaching poetry that both 
honors poetry as fine and complex art and empowers students as writers and critics of 
their own original work, and that introduces students into the contemporary conversation 
of poets in our community. My ultimate goal is to adapt the structure of the college 
poetry workshop—with its fine balance of poetry analysis, classic as well as 
contemporary models, in-class writing and peer review—to the high school classroom. 
Through a contained unit of reading, writing and revising poetry, I hope to introduce 
patterns of thinking, reading and writing that are useful for students and teachers beyond 
the study of poetry. As Dressman writes, “the development of proficiency in the use of 
poetic forms of language and expression is not a luxury, but it is an integral aspect of the 
increasingly wide range of literary skills and practices that students will be using in the 
21st century” (Dressman 7). It is my firm belief and experience that poetry has the 
potential to empower students as writers and thinkers by leading them to question the 
world around them, to strive toward ambiguity, metaphor, and all other artful nuances 
that make language something alive, messy and powerful. Poetry reminds students why 
we study language in the first place: because language is not rote but vivid, not dead but 




To Begin with a Poetry Idea 
 
 In his book, Rose, Where Did You Get that Red?, Kenneth Koch argues for the 
teaching of “poetry ideas” as a way of linking complex, traditional “adult” poems to 
students’ lives and their own personal, exploratory writing.  Koch explains that teachers 
should not shy away from “adult poems”—from the works of Blake or Whitman or 
Rilke—but instead discover within these poems an “idea” or “feeling” that the poem is 
exploring. Koch’s method of teaching the poetry idea involves identifying a question that 
the poem is asking, or way that the poem is functioning to express to or converse with the 
reader, which students can apply to their own writing. Koch writes, “I wanted my 
students to find and recreate in themselves the main feelings of the adult poems…while 
they wrote, I let the poetry idea take over from the adult poem, and their own ideas lead 
them in various directions.” (Koch x1-x1v). The intent of the poetry idea is to allow 
students to experience a poem—to make sense of how the poem is working—before they 
are required to know or say anything “intelligent” about the work (x1viii). The poetry 
idea makes poetry accessible by inviting students into an exploration or conversation in 
which they have as much ability to speak as the “adult” poet. The success of the poetry 
idea framework is founded on the belief that students will invest themselves in poetry 
when they come to view poetry as a way of understanding, relating to, and engaging in 
the world personally as well as analytically. When students read “adult poems”—by 
which Koch refers to poems often taught in schools, or written by poets with training and 
experience that exceeds that of the student—and begin the sense-making process by 
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looking at how the poem functions in relation to the world, students begin to interact with 
poetry. The poem is no longer beyond the student, because it is speaking to an idea that 
they can also speak to.  
 Koch demonstrates his use of the poetry idea as a guide for student understanding 
and writing in his lesson on Wallace Stevens’ poem “Thirteen Ways of Looking at A 
Blackbird.” He begins the lesson by presenting the poem to the class, both visually and 
orally (it is always a good idea to read the poem aloud and play a recording of the poet, if 
possible). The students respond to the poem initially by journaling or raising their hands 
and sharing their first impressions.1 After allowing students space to respond freely to the 
poem, Koch directs attention toward the “poetry idea” by asking students to look at what 
the poem is doing. When faced with a poem, many students will immediately try to 
explain what the poem is “about.” Koch’s lessons challenge students to focus instead on 
how the poem functions: Is the poem asking a question? Is the poem expressing a 
particular emotion? Is the poem describing an experience or object? Is the poem 
challenging expected ways of seeing or traditional ways of thinking? In this case, the 
poem is presenting an ordinary object—a blackbird—in several different ways. To 
present the “poetry idea,” Koch rephrases the way that that the poem is functioning as a 
writing prompt for students: “Write a poem in which you talk about the same thing in a 
number of different ways” (86). In this way, students identify a main project or function 
of the poem and respond by entering into a conversation with the poet through their own 
writing.                                                           1 I often begin discussions of poems by asking the class, “in what way is this a ‘poem?’” This 
question leads into a discussion of the specific way the poet makes meaning, as well as a 




 Koch offers another example of applying the poetry idea in the classroom in his 
lesson on William Carlos Williams’ “This is Just to Say.” Koch explains that he chose 
this poem for his students because he wanted to give his students “an example of a poet 
who wrote in ordinary language about ordinary things” (100). He guided the initial 
discussion about the poem by asking students “if they liked the short lines, and if they 
liked the poem being so small and about just one thing.” After hearing students’ 
responses, Koch introduced the poetry idea that he wanted students to consider in the 
context of Williams writing, and apply to their own: “apologize for something you’re 
really secretly glad you did.” This poetry idea encompasses the content of Williams’ 
poem, and provides a possible reason for many of the technical choices that Williams’ 
made, such as his use of enjambment, the short line and direct address. As such, this 
poetry idea serves as a guide for students as they think not only about how Williams’ 
language functions, but also why he chose to use language in this way. The following 
poem is one that Koch’s students wrote in response to Williams: 
 Dear Cat 
 
 Please  
 for 
 give  
 me 
 for 
 watching  





 night.  
   Lorraine Fedison, 6th grade   (105) 
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This poem indicates an understanding both of the major poetry idea Koch presented, as 
well as Williams use of simple words and short lines. As with his lesson on “Thirteen 
Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,” Koch’s lesson on “This is Just to Say,” worked to bring 
students in to conversation with an “adult” poet about a poetry idea, by engaging them in 
similar processes and strategies of writing as the poet (see page 59 for my lesson plan 
inspired by Williams’ “This is Just to Say” and Koch’s corresponding lesson). 
 Koch’s lessons are designed for students of the elementary grades. As stated 
previously, Koch ultimately lets the poetry idea “take over from the adult poem” and 
guide student writing for the remainder of the lesson. The “poetry idea” functions 
effectively, but differently for students of the secondary grades. As for elementary 
students, high school students can use the “poetry idea” as a way of making sense of the 
overall project of the poem. The “poetry idea” establishes an idea or question to which 
the poem is speaking that high school students can take and investigate through their own 
writing. Yet whereas Koch lets the “poetry idea take over from the adult poem during 
lessons with younger students,” the same cannot be done for students of the upper grades. 
For high school students, the poetry idea serves as a lens through which students can 
return to the poem and consider the specific ways in which the poet uses language. It is in 
this return to the poem that the processes of close reading and formal analysis take place, 
supported and therefore made more effective, by the guiding “poetry idea.”  
 For example, in adapting Koch’s lesson on “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 
Blackbird” to a high school classroom, the presentation of the poetry idea—“Write a 
poem in which you talk about the same thing in a number of different ways” (86)—
necessitates a return to the poem, in which students look closely at the ways in which 
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Stevens’ language works to present, re-present, and question the single thing—the 
blackbird. Stevens divides his poem into thirteen sections and presents the blackbird 
differently in each section in terms of both content and form. After identifying the poetry 
idea, students will look carefully at the way that Stevens changes the form of the poem 
with each section, and will consider how this alteration adds to the impact or meaning of 
the poem. Stevens also uses repetition throughout the poem—repetition of “blackbird” 
throughout the entire poem, but also repetition within each section. There are many ways 
of interpreting the intent and effect of this repetition—one might argue that the repetition 
establishes connections between the blackbird and the other characters or objects in the 
poem—but, regardless of interpretation, as they closely analyze language in the context 
of the poetry idea, students will be making connections between the literary device and 
its purpose in the poem.  
Although the ability to read and comprehend a poem is deemed necessary and 
included in the Common Core State Standards—CCSS: RL.9-10.10 says that students 
will “read and comprehend literature, including stories, dramas, and poems”—it is 
important to focus not only on what the poem is about or what it is trying to say, but also 
how the poet creates meaning in the poem. The intent of the poetry idea in both the 
elementary and secondary classroom is to identify something that the poem is trying to do 
that the student can also do, and that is relevant to their lives and experience. The poetry 
idea guides the high school student to return to the poem for close reading and analysis, 
to identify specific ways that languages works in the poem. Thus, students engage in 
analysis through a lens that directly influences their own writing; students enter into 
conversation with the poem by applying both the poetry idea and the formal strategies 
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and techniques employed by the poet. When this connection is made—and students 
realize why a poet includes alliteration or stanza breaks, and how these elements impact 
the poem—the poem suddenly becomes relevant and accessible, both as subject for 
analysis and as inspiration for their own writing. 
 In the following lessons, I use the poetry idea to link reader response practices of 
emphasizing the initial and valid emotional response that students have to a poem, with 
formal practices of close reading and analysis. My poetry lessons begin by approaching 
poems through the lens of a specific poetry idea.  Students will read a poem, look for an 
overarching—though by no means singular—way that the poem is functioning, then 
return to the poem to identify specific ways that language facilitates this project. After 
reacting and analyzing the poem, they will write poems based on the poetry idea and the 
language strategies found in the poem. The intent of such a structure is to present poems 
as conversational entities that function as sense-makers or question-askers within a 
greater context in which students can also speak, and do so through a creative and 
masterful play with language. Of the success of the poetry idea, Koch writes: 
They were learning what great poetry had to do with them. Feelings that they may 
have thought were silly or too private to be understood by anyone else were 
subjects that great authors wrote about. (xxviii) 
 
Such is the intent of my lessons—to make poetry a viable form of expression for students 
while also enabling students to make sense of and write personally expressive, creative 
and formally complex poetry.  
 




 One dilemma that I find when developing creative writing curriculum for the high 
school classroom is that there is a gap in the pedagogical literature between the 
elementary grades and the college workshop. There is a natural creativity and spontaneity 
in children in the lower grades that makes these students an easy target for poetry 
instruction. Give third-graders an object to write about—such as a peach or a pencil—and 
they will inevitably come up with delightful and surprising metaphors. This is not 
immediately true for students of the secondary grades, who have often become more 
accustomed to linear and logical ways of writing, or have come to view poetry as strictly 
an emotional outlet. One fear that many teachers express to me—and that I, too, often 
confront—is that students will inevitably write melodramatic, hyper-emotional poetry. I 
have encountered this dilemma in most of the poetry lessons I have taught at the high 
school level. In most poetry lessons, I will have one or two students write a poem that 
focuses on heavy emotions such as sadness and depression. When I talk to these students 
about the emotions they are uncovering (since we, as teachers and mandatory reporters, 
cannot let these emotions or concerns go unnoticed), they generally explain that they, 
themselves, are not depressed, but that they “just wrote a sad poem.” On one hand, poetry 
might and should offer students support and a safe place to share their feelings and the 
problems that are going on in their lives. On the other hand, I fear that some students 
write hyper-emotional poetry because that is what they think that poetry is. Whatever the 
cause, students’ propensity for writing hyper-emotional poetry, oftentimes not grounded 
in concrete images, is no excuse for excluding poetry from the high school curriculum; in 
fact, it is all the more reason to teach poetry. As teachers, it is our project to give students 
the means to express emotion and strong opinion in ways that are unique, intelligent, and 
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concrete rather than cliché and melodramatic, and also to show students that there are 
purposes for poetry beyond emotional expression. Poetry should challenge students’ 
thinking by getting them to look at functions of language that they have never 
considered—such as Koch’s idea of using poetry to look at a single object in many 
different ways. By learning different techniques of language—such as enjambment and 
alliteration—students begin to use language itself to more effectively and thoroughly 
explore ideas. Students realize the power of language when they discover that such 
techniques of language create meaning—that they can intentionally design sound and 
form to convey meaning in a poem in a way that is unique and complex. The following 
exercise might help students channel any hyper-emotional tendencies into innovative, 
image-filled poems: 
 
Have students write an emotional, angst-filled poem.2 Then have them take that 
emotion and write about it using only images, without using any of the emotional 
words of the original poem. The point of this exercise is to explore concrete, ways 
of expressing emotion that help make poetry more accessible and tangible for the 
reader.  If successful, such an exercise will help students work through their 
emotions by guiding them to think about them in a new way.    
 
                                                        2 When setting students off to write angst-filled poetry—or any poetry, for that matter—it is wise 
to have an honest talk about our requirements as mandatory reporters.  My experience is that the 
potential for uncovering serious and reportable emotional and life struggles is higher during a 
poetry unit. However, the likelihood of reporting students who are truly in a healthy mental and 
emotional state, but just wrote a “sad poem” is lessened by honest conversations about the result 




 The second fear that causes many high school teachers to be apprehensive about 
poetry, especially when they share a similar sentiment, is that students will refuse to 
engage with poetry. Like any topic or genre of literature, there will be some students who 
find poetry less interesting. However, I find that all students appreciate poetry in some 
form, even if only as song lyrics. Introduce students to poetry by showing them as many 
forms of poetry as possible early in the unit. Talk about what distinguishes poetry from 
prose, and what makes lyrics or slam poetry different from more traditional literary 
poetry. Make sure that in this process, the goal remains to increase regard for literary 
poetry, not replace it with other, more immediately “accessible” forms.   
 
Fundamentals for Making the Workshop Work 
 
In order to make a poetry workshop function within the high school classroom —
in order for students to read, write and comment on each other’s poems effectively—
there are fundamental expectations and practices that every teacher must establish in the 
classroom. Every teacher sets up their classroom differently, with differing amounts of 
teacher-led instruction, student participation, group work, and independent writing time. 
This is especially true of the creative writing classroom, where some teachers allow 
students full periods to write independently, while others provide constant structure, with 
activities ranging from guided writing, to in-class reading and discussion, to group 
writing activities. The following five aspects are those that I have found to be necessary 
regardless of teaching style, with the goal that students will read and discuss published 
poetry and write and share their own work. The following are especially important for 
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creating a workshop environment, where students are reading and commenting honestly 
and constructively on each other’s work, with the intent of revising their poetry to 
prepare for publication. In my experience, it is often easier, in the younger grades, to get 
students to share their work out loud with their peers. High school students can be 
extremely uncomfortable sharing their work. I find from personal experience teaching 
high school students and working with other teachers, that creating an environment in 
which students share their work and offer and accept honest criticism requires deliberate 
steps toward establishing a safe classroom. The following five aspects—a class culture of 
accountability, a safe place to share work and make mistakes, a framework for reading 
and writing poems, a diverse bank of poetry to read, and a comprehensive and clear 
practice for giving and receiving feedback—are those fundamentals that structure a 
successful poetry unit. These practices, once established, will aid in the success not only 
of poetry, but also of other reading and writing units throughout the year.  
 
1:  A class culture of accountability 
 
A poetry workshop only functions in the high school classroom if students come 
to class prepared. Whereas in some classes a lack of preparation might affect individual 
learning most significantly, in the poetry workshop, failure to come prepared explicitly 
and negatively impacts the entire class. In the workshop setting, students are expected to 
write, read and comment on each other’s work. If one student fails to complete an 
assignment, at least one other student will be unable to take part in a vital aspect of the 
workshop process. In my experience, a lack of preparation is the most challenging 
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obstacle to making the workshop function effectively in the classroom. Inevitably, some 
students will come to class without their work, offering a number of excuses. Students 
most often tell me: 
1. That they could not type or print their work because of a computer malfunction. 
2. That they had writer’s block. 
3. That I was not clear enough about the assignment.  
On one hand, a teacher can manage a lack of preparation by establishing and 
strictly implementing a system for bringing in or failing to complete work. Students 
should get credit for showing up to class having given their honest effort to their 
assignments. Similarly, students should not get away with coming unprepared. Students’ 
grades should suffer immediately if they fail to complete an assignment or bring their 
work to class, especially when their incompletion results in a missed opportunity for 
another student, and even when they offer one of the aforementioned excuses. Failure to 
come prepared should also never result in the student being allowed to sit or “take it 
easy” for a day. Prepare for your class by creating a plan of action for unprepared 
students. One teacher recommended having unprepared students write an apology poem 
to their teacher and each person in their workshop group explaining why they failed to 
bring their work, why they are sorry, and how it will not happen again.  
While some students respond well to deadlines and grade incentives to come to 
class prepared, it is ultimately the task of the teacher to establish a class culture of 
accountability, in which it is unacceptable not to come prepared. In a college writing 
workshop, students are usually responsible for bringing in copies of their work for 
everyone in the class when it is their time to workshop. If a student fails to bring work in, 
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they are often skipped in the workshop rotation. The student misses out on their own 
opportunity to get feedback from their professor and peers. Yet in the most effective 
workshop, there is another element of accountability in place by which students feel 
responsible for caring about and engaging in a community of writers. Students should 
bring in work because they honor the community of the classroom, the common pursuit 
of creativity and honesty that is the poetry workshop.  
Such a seemingly lofty and intangible goal as a “culture of accountability” can be 
achieved through concrete and intentional steps in setting up the classroom and the 
workshop practice. One can begin by designing activities where students read and write 
together. Collaborative work can help students understand poetry as a community-based 
activity, rather than something done in solidarity. My “Talking About Poetry” Lesson 
(see Unit Plan 43) is one example of how students can begin reading, discussing, and 
writing poems together, but there are infinite ways that students can begin to work 
collaboratively. 
Possibilities for Collaborative/Community Poetry: 
 
- Exotic corpse poetry: Each student begins a poem by writing a single line on a 
sheet of paper. Students then pass their poem to another person, who writes a 
new line, then folds the paper so that the person they pass to can only see the 
line that they wrote. Encourage students to write in opposites or to try to write 
the most unexpected new line they can imagine.  
- One-word poems: Each student adds one word to the poem as it moves around 
the room. Again, encourage students to move the poem in an unexpected 
direction. 
- Choral readings: Ask students to perform a poem as a group, planning ahead 
of time what lines each student wants to read for maximum effect. 
 
Teachers can further foster student accountability by strategically assigning 
workshop groups for students. As much as students might complain about being assigned 
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to a “random” group without any of their friends, I have found that students generally 
work more efficiently with students that they know less well. Workshop groups should be 
assigned strategically, based on ability, writing style/interest, and the social dynamics of 
the students. Most importantly, students need to read, write and discuss with the people in 
their workshop group both with and without the supervision of their teacher. The safer 
students feel with each other, the more they will be able to support and critique each 
other’s writing, and the more they will feel the need to come prepared—not only for the 
grade, but because there is a community depending on them.  
I reinforce the accountability established through workshop groups by having 
one-on-one conversations with students.   While working with the creative writing class 
at Denver East High School, I came across a talented student who initially brought half-
formed drafts to peer workshops. When I pointed out multiple places in his rough draft 
where I thought he should be more specific and detailed, he explained his philosophy on 
the rough draft. He told me that, as he understood it, a “rough draft”  is a summary of 
what you are going to write for your final draft. You write a summary, and later, you 
write in the details. If we had not had this conversation, I would have thought for the rest 
of the semester that this student was not one for detail—I would have designed specific 
instruction to teach him something that he is actually quite capable of doing. I explained 
what a “rough draft” means in a creative writing workshop: “Bringing in your rough draft 
in this class means bringing in the very best work you can do at the time. This class is 
about taking your very best writing, and making it better.” This clarification helped at 
least one student realize that a poetry workshop is a place to come prepared to read, write 
and think in a community of writers all set on becoming better writers. Our conversation 
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resulted in the student bringing in more complete, specific, and detailed work, both in 
draft and final form.  
 
2:  A safe place to share work and make mistakes. 
 
 In order for students to push their writing and share their work, they need to feel 
that they are in a safe place, where they are free to make mistakes. Students need to know 
that they will be supported in their efforts to write in unfamiliar and even scary ways, 
even when the outcome is unpolished. A poetry class should, in fact, celebrate all that is 
weird and unfamiliar and new. Similarly to the class culture of accountability, the teacher 
constructs a safe classroom through direct instruction, workshop procedures and by 
example. The following practices will help establish a safe classroom in which students 
share and write freely, without fear: 
1. Start the unit by explaining and modeling poetry as experimental. Many 
students come to poetry with preconceptions of poetry as stiff, “deep,” technical, 
limited, or overly complex. Destroy this misconception as quickly as possible by 
showing students examples of poetry that is weird, simple, funny, or unexpected. 
Don’t try to over-explain poems that students initially “don’t get.” Letting 
confusion and strangeness linger in the classroom can ultimately make students 
more willing to bring new and unfamiliar ideas to class.  
2. Emphasize the vocal aspect of poetry immediately by showing examples of 
poets reading or performing their own work. Talk about the importance of 
sharing work aloud right away; ask students what they learn or experience from a 
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performance of a poem that they do not from reading the poem on the page. Be 
sure to show examples of poets that are both dramatic and more serious or 
subdued while reading. It is important to ease the anxiety of those students who 
are not interested in dramatic performance. A poetry class is not an acting class—
talk about the difference between poetry and drama, and let students know that 
there is more than one way to effectively read a poem.  
3. Present the poetry idea or assignment and show student examples. In their 
book, Poetry Everywhere, writers Jack Collom and Sheryl Noethe emphasize the 
importance of sparking student thinking by showing examples not only of 
published, “adult” poetry, but also of student writing. They explain: 
 
Read many examples aloud (and then simply ask the students not to copy). 
Point out the “poetic goodies” in the example poems, especially when they 
channel the students’ attention in the direction you want. To focus 
attention on language, you can ask students for their favorite words in 
what they’ve just heard. (Collom, Noethe 8) 
  
Student examples do not need to be perfectly polished. The point of student 
models is to take what may seem like a daunting task and demonstrate multiple 
approaches that other students (just like them) have taken. Student examples also 
draw attention to the relevance of the poetry idea in question. If a third grader can 
write a poem about the same poetry idea as Wordsworth, then maybe a high 
school sophomore will feel that they too can join in the conversation.  
4. Write with your students, whenever possible. There is always business to 
attend to in the classroom, the most basic being wandering around and making 
sure that students are on task. Try to sit down and write poems with students. 
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There is no better way to encourage students to share their work—a terrifying task 
without any time to edit or revise—than to share your own work on the spot. Be 
sure to share honest and fresh work. While sharing just-written work can break 
down student apprehension, sharing work that is obviously way better than 
anything they have come up with on the spot is counterproductive. You want 
students to know that you, also, are pushing yourself to step out of your comfort 
zone and write unfamiliar and exciting poetry.  
5. Give concrete and sincere praise when students share their work aloud. 
Never give students reason to fear sharing their work. Find within each poem one 
specific word, phrase, or device that was employed successfully. As Collom and 
Noethe explain, “Never give false praise…You can often praise rhythm or energy 
or spirit or originality when it’s hard to find anything else to share” (Collom, 
Noethe 10). The only exception to this is the student who does not take the 
assignment seriously and shares their work to “be cool,” or to get a laugh, often at 
their teacher’s expense. Give students every reason to fear this offense.  
 
3:  A framework for reading and writing poems 
 
 Kenneth Koch structures his lessons around “poetry ideas,” or specific ways that 
poems function within a context—be that the world, a community, or the self. While this 
is the framework around which I structure my poetry lessons, there are others that 
function similarly to scaffold student learning by identifying specific ways that poems 
function in conversation with each other and with the world. Professor and poet 
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Stephanie Young offers one way of structuring a workshop through essential questions, 
based on Bhanu Kapil Rider’s The Vertical Integration of Strangers: 
 Who are you and whom do you love? 
What do you remember about the earth? 
How will you begin? 
Describe a morning you woke with fear. 
Tell me what you know about dismemberment. 
Where did you come from/how did you arrive? 
Who was responsible for the suffering of your mother? 
What is the shape of your body? 
How will you live now? 
What are the consequences of silence? 
How will you/have you prepare(d) for your death? 
And what would you say if you could? 
      (Rider 9) 
 
Each week, students read poems that correspond to one of the questions, then come to 
class with their own poem that approaches the question under study (Young 192-193).  
Young’s syllabus functions similar to Koch’s in that both look for the ways in 
which the poem functions to address something bigger—be that a question or an idea. By 
returning to the greater context of poetry—poetry’s function within the greater world—
both of these poets and educators present the individual poet and poem as part of a larger 
conversation. Such an approach appeals to students in the way that spoken word appeals 
to students: students want to know that what they say and think matters and has an 
audience beyond themselves.  The purpose of a framework for the poetry workshop is to 
create a conversation within the classroom that is not isolated from the world outside of 
the classroom, a conversation in which students read poems, relate these poems to what 




Many professors structure their college-level poetry workshops around a book 
list, assigning students five to ten books of poetry. Throughout the semester, students 
read these books, discuss what the poems are doing and how the poet creates meaning, 
and respond via imitation, response poetry, or prose. The difference between this 
structure and Koch’s “poetry ideas” framework is that in the traditional workshop format 
structured around books, it is usually up to the student to decide upon the “poetry idea.” 
The college professor directs class discussion to include some key aspects of the work if 
the students fail to bring them into the conversation, but students largely direct the 
interpretation and discussion of each book. Koch’s poetry ideas and Young’s twelve 
questions support and build understanding of poetry by giving students a specific lens 
from which to make sense of what they read.  
 
4:   A diverse bank of poetry to read that lends itself toward the unit framework—
questions, poetry ideas, etc.— as well as a survey of the span of poetry under study. 
 
 Once the teacher structures the poetry workshop, he or she must collect poems. 
Like the choice of novels for a literature class, the choice of poems for the poetry unit 
determines the content, tone, and appeal of the class. The poems determine what students 
write, as well as how they come to understand both poetry and the importance of poetry 
in their lives and in the world.  While the selection of poetry is an important task, it is 
also one of the most difficult, since it requires access to and knowledge about a variety of 
poems. I find that the more diverse the selection of poems presented to the class, the more 
challenging and engaging the student writing will be.  
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 In his introduction to From Totems to Hip-Hop: A Multicultural Anthology of 
Poetry Across the Americas, 1900 – 2002, poet Ishmael Reed explains his frustration 
with the lack of variety and controversy amongst poetry in the classroom. He writes, 
“there is also beauty outside the canon. Some physicists say that ours may not be the only 
universe…Generations of students have been damaged by the unitraditional reading of 
American literature” (Reed XXI). Reed’s anthology includes American poetry ranging 
from Gwendolyn Brooks to Robert Frost to Sylvia Plath to Tupac Shakur. He presents a 
new anthology, grouping poems thematically rather than chronologically, with the intent 
of giving students and teachers a culturally inclusive bank of poetry from which to study. 
Reed emphasizes the importance of choosing a variety of poetry so that students 
understand both that they can write about their own concrete experiences and aesthetics, 
and that their own poetry “can stand alongside some of the best poetry being written. 
They’re surprised to learn that they can write poems about their tastes and icons…H.D. 
wrote about Helen of Troy; Corie Rosen wrote about Madonna (the one from Detroit)” 
(XXVIII).  Choosing a wide and inclusive reading list will empower student writing, 
while pushing them to consider poetry in unfamiliar ways. By the time they reach high 
school, most students have read Frost’s “The Road Not Taken” and Poe’s “The Raven.” 
Giving students a variety of poems, both new and old, lyrical, narrative, and 
experimental, will help them recognize poetry as a forum, as a contemporary 
conversation into which they also can join.  
 




 The first time I facilitated writing workshop groups in a high school classroom 
was disastrous. I had students make four 15-minute appointments with other students in 
the class. For fifteen minutes, students met with a partner, read each other’s work, and 
answered three questions: 
1. What do you like about what you are reading?  
2. What do you think could be different about the piece you are reading? 
3. How does the writer address the writing prompt? 
 
After the fifteen-minute interval ended, students would find their second partner and 
repeat the process. The activity worked effectively only in that each student read four 
other students’ work, and in so doing left the class with some new ideas for their own 
writing. When I walked around the room, I realized that I had completely failed to 
prepare students to give constructive feedback. In response to the first question, “What do 
you like about what you are reading,” the most common answer I saw was something 
along the lines of, “this has a great flow. Nice job.” Many students skipped over question 
two, deciding not to give any suggestions for improvement. Those who gave advice most 
often told their partner to “explain things more.” Halfway through the activity, I had to 
stop the class to explain the difference between helpful and useless feedback.  
The final fundamental practice that a teacher must establish in order for the poetry 
workshop to function in the high school classroom is a method of giving and receiving 
feedback. Based on experience in the classroom, I find that high school students are often 
initially reluctant to give and defensive when receiving honest and constructive feedback. 
As carefully as students need to be taught to read and consider poems, so too students 
need to be taught to give and receive valuable criticism.  
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I introduce this practice by explaining on the first day that the point of the poetry 
workshop is to become better writers by writing, reading and commenting on each other’s 
work, and that this objective requires honest and helpful feedback. I then facilitate a 
discussion about the difference between constructive and useless feedback. I ask students 
to volunteer examples of feedback that are not helpful to the writer: 
- This is good. 
- Nice flow. 
- This poem stinks.  
 
I then have students take these comments and change them so that they offer specific 
praises or suggestions for the improvement of the writing. The comment, “Nice flow,” 
might become, “I really like the rhyme and rhythm that you use in the first line. Right 
away, I can already feel the calm mood you are trying to create.” “This poem stinks” 
might become, “The poem says a lot about emotion but doesn’t ever give any specific 
images for us to see…so it is hard to really experience what the poem is trying to 
convey.”  
 If students feel uncomfortable criticizing their peers’ poetry, have them practice 
giving quality feedback as a class or in small groups on poems from outside of the 
classroom. Give students a poem that they will dislike (you can spend a few minutes 
writing a bad poem), and ask them to justify their dislike with suggestions for how the 
poem could be better. If a student says they love a poem, ask them to explain the specific 
parts of the poem that they like. Giving honest and helpful feedback ultimately comes 
down to the students’ ability to recognize specific aspects of the poem that work 
effectively, and those that do not, as well as a repeated conversation about the overall 
intent to improve as writers by reading and commenting on each other’s work.  
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 After refocusing my class and talking through the difference between helpful and 
useless feedback, I went around the room and checked to make sure that each student had 
at least one constructive comment about their writing. I explained how they can use their 
feedback to improve their writing. Before students left the class, I checked to make sure 
that every student had received some constructive feedback. I also asked students to turn 
in their feedback with their drafts, so that I could offer additional instruction to students 
that struggled to write constructive criticism. The time spent at the beginning of the unit 
to establish a practice for giving and receiving meaningful feedback was well worth my 
effort: not only did this enable students to help each other write better poetry throughout 
the unit, but such a practice also enables students to give peer feedback on other forms of 
writing throughout the year.  
 
A Guide to Navigation  
 
The six-week poetry unit plan that follows brings together the formalist and 
reader-response approaches by looking at ways that poets use language to interact with 
the reader and with the world. The unit requires students to wrestle with and embrace 
ambiguity, both in their reading and writing of complex poems. Throughout the unit, 
students focus foremost on the way that the poem functions in the broad conversation that 
is “poetry.” By examining and writing poems that use language to ask questions, to 
surprise, or to make meaning, students will begin to develop new ways of thinking, 
understanding and writing about literature and the world.   
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I outline this unit in a syllabus and daily lesson plans. I include three lesson plans 
for each week of the unit, with the intent of using the remaining two hours of instruction 
for workshop and revision. I detail the processes of workshop, revision, and 
publication—processes that must function effectively in order for the unit to be 
meaningful for students—following the daily lesson plans. All poems read and discussed 
throughout the unit appear in the poetry appendix, which can serve as a course reader for 
prospective students.  
Implementing this unit requires as much vulnerability and creativity from the 
teacher as it does from the student. The activities and discussion questions that I suggest 
are not easy, or even answerable. On the contrary, they are as ambiguous and complex as 
the poems they explore. While the primary goal of this unit is to demonstrate ways that 
poetry teaches students to analyze, interpret and respond to complex texts—a 
fundamental objective of the Common Core State Standards—these lessons are by no 
means finite or prescriptive. This is not—or rather, there is not—an easy way to “get 
through” teaching poetry. These lessons call us, as teachers, to approach the teaching of 
poetry as one might approach any noble and terrifying expedition: with nervousness, 
excitement, and that lingering feeling that we might have forgotten something important 
at home. We most certainly have. When we teach poetry, we leave behind our attachment 
to the linear and predictable. We leave behind our attachment to answers, to our long-
held belief that A leads to B. We uncover language that asks questions, that demands us 
to join a conversation. As teachers, we bring students with us as we search for unexplored 
ways of interacting with words. We step into a new space, in which A leads to B, but also 
to C and twenty-four and the color blue; we do this without knowing exactly where we 
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will end up. The moment we stop being afraid of poetry is the moment we realize that in 
the effort to explain and prepare for our grand expedition, we forgot to drive to the airport 
and get on the airplane. In order to teach poetry, we must ask questions that scare us. We 
must look for new ways to interpret and understand reading and writing.  We must learn 
not only to tolerate, but to celebrate multiplicity and ambiguity in the classroom, since it 
is only by holding within our minds—and within our writing—such complex, competing 
ways of understanding, that we can begin to make sense of the unendingly various world 
that we live in. 

























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































STEP 2: What do I need?  Four things that I need to write/work on in order to make my book:  1. ______________________________________________________________________   2. ______________________________________________________________________   3. ______________________________________________________________________   4. ______________________________________________________________________      
Poetry Workshop   Workshop and Publication   
  67 
STEP 3: How am I going to get there? This  is  the  important  part.  We  are  going  to  spend  the  next  several  days creating  our  books  in  class.  In  order  for  this  to  be  valuable  time  for  you, create a plan for how you are going to create your book. When you are happy with your plan, come show it to me.   
I will complete my book by    __________________________  
Step 1  I will  __________________________________________________________________________________  Date started:       Date finished:   
Step 2: I will  __________________________________________________________________________________  Date started:       Date finished:   
Step 3: I will  __________________________________________________________________________________  Date started:       Date finished:   
Step 4: I will  __________________________________________________________________________________  Date started:       Date finished:  
 
Step 5: I will  __________________________________________________________________________________  Date started:       Date finished:  
 
Student: by signing below, I promise to create the best chapbook that I can. I will respect my teacher, my peers, and myself by using my time in this class to work hard, and to give this project my very best effort.  
Teacher:  by  signing  below,  I  promise  to  do  everything  in  my  power  to support this student as they create their final chapbook.    
 




RUBRIC FOR FINAL POETRY CHAPBOOK 
Criteria  5/4 3 2 1 
CONTENT:  
Poems 
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 So thoroughly and sincerely we are compelled to  live,  reverencing our  life, and 
denying  the possibility of change. This  is  the only way, we say; but  there are as many 























  Improvise,  from  Latin  improvisus,  “unforeseen,”  adding  in‐  to  provisus  past 
participle  to  providere  “to  see  ahead—more  at  PROVIDE”  (Webster’s  Ninth  New 
Collegiate Dictionary). 
  The poem will require what you cannot see. It is what you cannot see. 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and  manners  and  literature  while  the  like  which  served  its  requirements  has 
passed  into  the  new  life  of  the  life  forms…perceives  that  the  corpse  is  slowly 
borne from the eating and sleeping rooms of the house…perceives that it waits a 
little  while  in  the  door…that  is  was  fittest  for  its  days…that  its  action  has 

















































































































































































































































































































a better place. En vez de regresar la dura realidad           Instead of returning 
del pasado. And then, if I choose to speak like this            to the hard reality  




































































































































































































































































From Recyclopedia          by Harryette Mullen.27 
 
Of  a  girl,  in  white,  between  the  lines,  in  the  spaces  where  nothing  is  written.  Her 
starched petticoats, giving him the slip. Loose lips, a telltale spot, where she was kissed, 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